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populations to occupy southern
refugia [11] during colder periods,
e.g. during the cold isotope stage
4, 74–60 ky ago [17]. According to
this scenario, the northern regions
of the range, such as Germany and
Belgium, could have been
occupied by completely different
populations between 100 ky and
40 ky ago, if they originated from
different southern refugia.
Additional sampling of old and
recent Neandertal specimens
would be necessary to better
estimate the amount of genetic
diversity and population structure
prevailing 100 ky ago, and to
document changes in the
frequencies of different variants
over time. One would indeed want
to know if there has been
a replacement of genetic diversity
between 100 ky and 50 ky ago, or if
the diversity prevailing around
40–50 ky ago also existed 100 ky
ago. Such a task may seem
daunting, as the analysis of ancient
DNA is very tedious if one wants to
exclude contamination and post
mortem artefactual mutations [18].
It also seems particularly difficult
to validate ancient sequences that
are similar to those of modern
humans, as they could result from
contamination [6]. Therefore, if
analysis of Neandertals were to
reveal sequences similar to those
of modern humans, they would
certainly be considered as
contamination artefacts now.
While this may be of limited
concern in the case of
mitochondrial DNA, which has
a particularly high mutation rate,
this problem may become much
more important with possible
forthcoming Neandertal nuclear
sequences [19]. Nevertheless, with
the advent of additional
Neandertal mtDNA sequences, the
focus should now switch from the
mere relationship between
Neandertals and modern humans
to more Neandertal specific
questions, such as the dynamics
of their extension and retreat in
space and time.
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Connection
The relationship between progerias—diseases that resemble premature
aging—and the normal aging process has been a source of debate in the
aging research community. A recent study finds that LMNA, a gene
targeted for mutation in Hutchinson Gilford Progeria Syndrome, may
control the onset of aging-associated decline in normal fibroblasts.Brian A. Kudlow1,2
and Brian K. Kennedy1
Gerontologists have long been
intrigued by the amazing fidelity
with which some pathological
conditions, termed progerias,
resemble accelerated ‘normal’
human aging [1]. Despite obvious
similarities, none of the progeroidsyndromes replicate all
phenotypes associated with
aging, and it remains to be
determined whether the
determinants of ‘accelerated
aging’ and ‘normal aging’ overlap.
Recent work by Scaffidi and
Misteli [2], however, provides
evidence that the gene mutated in
Hutchinson-Gilford Progeria
Dispatch
R653Syndrome (HGPS), LMNA, may
have a role to play in facilitating
cellular senescence and, perhaps,
organismal aging.
Aging in humans and model
organisms is accompanied by
a number of characteristic
changes at the subcellular,
cellular, tissue and organismal
level. Among these is a reduction
in the proliferative capacity of cells
leading to a senescent phenotype
[3]. As a consequence and
although controversial, the study
of cell senescence is commonly
used as a proxy to understand
events associated with normal
aging. Underlying the exhaustion
of a cell’s replicative capacity is
a progressive shortening of
telomeres, although there are
a number of other cellular changes
that also contribute to the decline.
Among the myriad subcellular
changes that accompany aging
and senescence are changes to
nuclear organization, including
irregular nuclear morphology
and/or changes in patterns of
heterochromatin organization
[2,4]. The onset of these nuclear
changes is often accelerated in
pathological states associated
with changes in genes that are
linked to premature aging [5,6]. For
example, cells derived from
Werner Syndrome patients show
enhanced changes in nuclear
deformation and premature
senescence [1,7].
HGPS is perhaps the most
severe of the progeroid
syndromes, with affected
individuals having a mean life span
of about 13 years. HGPS is caused
by mutations in LMNA, the gene
encoding the A-type nuclear
lamins, primarily lamin A and C
[8,9]. Of note, over ten other
diseases, collectively termed
laminopathies have been linked to
missense mutations of LMNA
[10,11]. Although other LMNA
mutations have been associated
with HGPS, the most frequently
occurring mutation is a single
nucleotide change that results in
activation of a cryptic splice site
inside exon 11 and the subsequent
loss of 50 amino acids within the
carboxyl terminus of the encoded
protein [8,9]. The truncated protein,
termed D50 lamin A or progerin,
retains a carboxy-terminal farnesyl∆50 lamin A
level: HIGH Low Low
HGPS Normal Aging
Morpholino reduction
of ∆50 lamin A
Morpholino reduction
of ∆50 lamin A
Lamin A Heterochromatin markers DNA damage
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Figure 1. A model for the role of D50 lamin A in progeria and normal aging.
Cells either with normal LMNA genes or carrying a copy of the HGPS allele of LMNA start
out with low levels of D50 lamin A. The nuclear morphology is generally regular and het-
erochromatin is distributed throughout the nucleus. During normal aging, lamin A protein
redistributes away from the sites in the nuclear interior. This is associated with a decline
in the nuclear morphology and increased evidence of DNA damage. In HGPS cells, the
process is highly accelerated, probably because D50 lamin A levels accumulate to
much higher levels than in normal cells. Treating either aged fibroblasts or HGPS fibro-
blasts with a morpholino targeted to D50 lamin A reverses some of these defects.group, which is normally rapidly
cleaved off the wild-type lamin A
protein. A large body of evidence
suggests that LMNA mutations
leading to progeria are dominant,
gain-of-function alleles [11]. For
example, deletion of Lmna in the
mouse leads to muscular
dsyrtophy, whereas expression of
D50 lamin A leads to progeroid
phenotypes [12,13].
Scaffidi and Misteli [2] found that
cells from HGPS patients
prematurely display several
features in common with cells from
aged donors [2]. This includes
nuclear deformation, relocalization
of heterochromatin as visualized
by staining for tri-methyl-K9
histone H3 and HP1, as well as an
upregulated DNA damage
response. Some of these findings
were expected, as nuclear
deformation and alterations in
large-scale heterochromatin
organization are often associated
with mutations in LMNA [11]. Of
note, altering lamin function in
Caenorhabditis elegans adults
was found to cause both
premature mortality and severe
nuclear structural abnormalities
[14]. Finally, Scaffidi and Misteli [2]
report an age-dependent
redistribution of A-type lamins
from the nuclear interior to the
nuclear periphery, consistent withfindings that lamins are
concentrated at the periphery in
HGPS fibroblasts [15].
The surprising finding of Scaffidi
and Misteli [2] is that all human cell
lines and tissues observed,
despite having normal LMNA
genes, express a small amount of
D50 lamin A. Their findings show
that the normal LMNA gene, albeit
with considerably lower efficiency,
can be spliced in the same way as
the HGPS allele of LMNA, thus
producing the same D50 lamin A
protein. Importantly, they found
that treating fibroblasts from old
donors with morpholinos designed
to specifically reduce expression
of D50 lamin A led to a reversal of
the age-associated nuclear
phenotypes. This result suggests
that some nuclear changes
accompanying aging require
the presence of some threshold
level of D50 lamin A, which is
present in high levels in HGPS
cells (Figure 1).
When the authors [2] compared
cells from young and old donors,
or cells passaged in culture over
time, they were surprised to find
that the levels of D50 lamin A did
not increase with age. In contrast,
it is known that in cells from HGPS
patients, the abundance of D50
lamin A increases markedly with
passage number, and this
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R654accumulation is correlated with
a decline in nuclear organization
[15]. Scaffidi and Misteli [2]
propose that, in cells with normal
LMNA genes, it is the prolonged
exposure to low levels of D50
lamin A that leads to its deleterious
effects in aged cells. Another, non-
exclusive possibility is that other,
unknown changes that lead to the
nuclear alterations occur with age,
but that the deleterious effects of
these changes are enabled by the
presence of D50 lamin A. In this
view, the alternative splice product
is not the primary determinant of
age-related decline, but is required
for the decline to occur. In HGPS
patients, it may be that the
dramatically elevated levels ofD50
lamin A sensitize cells to the
changes that occur with normal
aging, leading to a more rapid
decline in proliferative potential
and premature senescence.
As with many novel findings, this
study [2] raises several questions
and directions of future research.
For instance, will prolonged
exposure to the splice-specific
morpholino delay the onset of
cellular senescence in normal
fibroblasts? What are the
functional differences in D50 lamin
A compared to normal lamin A that
promote the onset of nuclear aging
phenotypes? Finally, ifD50 lamin A
expression is conserved in the
mouse, can life span extension be
achieved by reducing the
expression of this Lmna splicevariant in vivo? While the study by
Scaffidi and Misteli [2] does not
unambiguously establish
mechanistic overlap between
progeria and normal aging, it
succeeds in establishing a line of
experimentally tractable questions
whose answers could resolve the
debate.
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